ORIGINAL ARTICLE 



Folia Forestalia Polonita, series A, 2009, 1 fol. 51(1), 16-20 



Women forest dwellers daily use of forests in Poland 

Wieslawa L. Nowacka 

Department of Forest Utilization, Faculty of Forestry, Warsaw University of Life Sciences, Poland, 
tel.: 48 22 5938120, fax.: 48 22 5938139, e-mail: Wieslawa.Nowacka@wl.sggw.pl 



Abstract 

Forests are playing an important role especially for inhabitants of small towns and rural communities. The goal of the 
research was characterization of the actual means and directions of the use of forest resources by small communities, 
with emphasis on the importance of women. The objective of the research was to determine most important ways of 
use of forests in rural areas and their role in social development of families. This paper discusses achievements of 
survey done in Poland. Data were collected through quantitative questionnaires. A total of more than 1000 female 
inhabitants responses are statistically worked out and partly presented in this paper. 
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Introduction 

Following the results of current research it can be con- 
cluded that consideration of multi-functionality of for- 
ests, being one of the elements of environment, has been 
more and more focused on the socio-cultural functions 
of forests. Forest management and wood processing are 
important for human populations in rural areas. Most 
of obtained wood is used in regional and local wood 
processing companies that brings income for develop- 
ment of local economy and improvement of well being 
of inhabitants and families living in these regions. The 
economic priorities have been lately replaced by social 
aspects with a special emphasis on job creation and fi- 
nancial support for local self-governments’ budgeting 
through availability of forests for education on environ- 
ment and its conservation, qualified tourism, games and 
other services for society. In many countries, among 



them Poland, forests no longer play their former main 
role of provider as raw source of wood. Emphasis has 
shifted to other uses beyond industry. Employment and 
environment are among the two most important issues 
in today’s Europe. Forestry is involved in both - par- 
ticularly in the context of rural development. 

In countries which have undergone significant so- 
cial transformations, the phenomenon which heretofore 
was not a threat - unemployment has made its appear- 
ance. So-called structural unemployment has become 
of special significance, affecting regions previously 
encompassed within a planned economy model for ag- 
riculture, in which villagers were assured full employ- 
ment in National Agricultural Collectives. Following 
their privatization (demise), the local populace was not 
offered alternative means of employment. For many tens 
of thousands of families living in small settlements, vil- 
lages and small towns, forest became a real source of 
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income of various character. Advantages flowing from 
the proximity of forests are influencing an improvement 
in the living conditions of these families. 

The role of women in Polish families, transform- 
ing over centuries, has now created conditions of equal 
participation by women in providing for their families’ 
welfare, food and stability. This equality is expressed 
differently in urban and rural families. Opportunities 
for remunerated work are scarce in small communi- 
ties, especially for women. Consequently, their activi- 
ties toward the welfare of the family are more often tied 
to domestic work, and to extracting benefits from the 
forests. Mushroom gathering, wild fruit, herbs, etc, and 
their sale, are activities which are often the only source 
of financial support for the family. In small communi- 
ties, following local traditions, women process in their 
kitchen fruit and mushrooms. This processed food is 
a substantive supplement all year long to the family’s 
diet. 

Women along with children, living in small vil- 
lages, are the primary users of forests. Gender aspects 
have been increasingly recognized as an integral part 
of sustainable development, and therefore of SFM. The 
implementation of the principles of this concept entails 
formulation and fulfilment of the following require- 
ments: 

- guarantee that socialization of the decision-making 
process in forestry will proceed, 

- assumption that the whole forestry sector should be 
the subject of society involvement, 

- the need of rural women involvement as important 
part of rural and local communities in forestry pol- 
icy aspects. 

The level of cooperation characterizing the contacts 
between those who use forests and forestry adminis- 
trators is a relevant factor influencing possibilities for 
multi-directional approach of forest utilization by small 
communities. 

Research goals 

The goal of the research started in 2004 was characteri- 
zation of the actual means and directions of the use of 
forest resources by small communities, with emphasis 
on the importance of women. The intent was to deter- 
mine to what extent forest were essential to the func- 



tioning and development of families in small settle- 
ments, villages and towns. 

Another goal was to ascertain the level of contacts 
between inhabitants of small communities with repre- 
sentatives of the administrative bodies in charge of Na- 
tional Forests. 

Materials and methods 

Research used standardized questionnaire tool com- 
prised of 48 questions (primarily quantitative but also 
qualitative). Questions contained therein related to is- 
sues of: family financial situation, family needs orient- 
ed toward forests, actual means of utilizing forest re- 
sources, envisioned future uses of forests, cooperation 
with forestry officials. The questionnaire was contain- 
ing closed questions (as a rule there were questions with 
cafeteria alternative answers, and partly with dichoto- 
my answers) and half-open. Closed questions belonged 
to questions with multiple choice, some of them were 
questions with five-step scale. 

The verification stage for questionnaire inspection 
was planned. Testing was done with a help of 40 women 
volunteers participated in a separate ergonomic inves- 
tigations. Some minor changes were introduced to the 
questionnaire final version. Explanation sentences re- 
garding aim of investigations, instruction for respond- 
ents, label questions were involved into questionnaire. 
Questions contained therein related to issues of: 

- family financial situation, 

- family needs oriented toward forests, 

- actual means of utilizing forest resources, 

- envisioned future uses of forests, 

- cooperation with forestry officials. 

The questionnaires were responded by women from 
small hamlets, villages and town located inside large 
forest expanses, or near their edges. The questionnaires 
were distributed to the women directly by the person 
gathering data, rather than via mail or other means 
(students of forestry, foresters, author herself). Those 
polled were not seen as anonymous respondents, there- 
fore one can surmise that their responses were highly 
likely trustworthy. 

Collected data from 1020 questionnaires was cod- 
ed and entered into pre-formatted spreadsheet. Part of 
questions were not answered and some missing data 
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